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Abstract
　Speaking test scores generated by Direct Speaking Tests (DSTs) are used to make high-stakes 
decisions (for employment, immigration, university admissions) about learners in many countries.  
Ensuring that these scores reflect a learner’s skill accurately is, therefore, critical.  However, DSTs 
are also co-constructed performances.  Examiners have been shown to vary in their approach to the 
test interactions and this is despite training or the use of Interlocutor Frames.  This raises an 
intractable issue with regards to validity – if examiners vary in the ways they interact with candidates 
such that every test is different, are spoken proficiency scores truly comparable?  Researchers have 
already documented many of these examiner behaviours but no work exists, to date, that organises 
and catalogues this variance.  This paper draws from the L2 testing literature as well as research 
reports from leading test designers to create a taxonomy of examiner behaviours that have been 
shown to impact candidate spoken performances.  The taxonomy then groups associated behaviours 
by function and standardises the nomenclature and definitions, creating a reference chart best suited 
to researchers undertaking deductive analyses of qualitative data.  The taxonomy identifies 25 
distinct linguistic behaviours that cluster into seven broad functional categories.
Keywords: testing, examiner, behaviour, 
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1　Introduction
　 Direct speaking tests (tests requiring a face-to-face interaction), such as those administered by 
IELTS and Eiken (Test of English for Academic Purposes), are an increasingly popular format for 
high-stakes assessment purposes.  IELTS scores are required for migration, study and work in a 
number of Commonwealth countries (IELTS, 2016), while the Eiken TEAP scores are used for 
university entrance admissions (Eiken, 2016).  Given the very important decisions regarding 
students’ futures that are being made with these test scores, it is important to ensure that the scores 
accurately reflect a student’s speaking proficiency.
　 Examiners are a critical component of the direct speaking test format that impact upon test validity. 
Examiners are individuals who issue instructions and interact with candidates to generate 
performances.  But it is this aspect of speaking tests that threatens to confound our accurate 
measurement of speaking proficiency.  Spoken performances are co-constructed between candidate 
and examiner in an interactive social event (McNamara, 1997).  What examiners say, how they say it, 
how long of a turn they take, how they decide to manage the interaction, creates variability between 
individual candidates’ test experiences, which in turn raises questions of validity. 
　 As this paper will detail, much work has already been done on identifying key elements of examiner 
linguistic behaviour.  However, while there is much variety in the findings there is also much overlap 
and use of non-standardised terminology, which can make quick, comprehensive understanding of the 
field a drawn-out process.
　 The purpose of this paper is to review and consolidate the current L2 testing literature, creating a 
taxonomy of examiner behaviours that: -
• Synthesises the findings from multiple research papers into a quickly referenceable chart 
• Standardises the terminology where multiple instances of the same behaviour have been 
described differently
• Categorises examiner behaviours by form, function and accommodative value (whether the 
behaviour assists the candidate in task completion)
　 This taxonomy is intended for use as a quick reference tool for test developers/researchers 
undertaking time-consuming qualitative analyses of speaking test discourse.
2　Identifying Behaviours
　 Conversation Analysis (CA) has been successfully used as an exploratory approach to the 
understanding of examiner-candidate discourse in the field of language testing and has provided 
evidence of many interactional differences employed by examiners.  As will be exemplified below, 
these studies have identified examiners’ interactional features that resemble “accommodation 
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behaviours” (Giles & Powesland, (1997) or “foreigner talk”(Long, 1981) whose purpose is to 
‘facilitate mutual understanding’ between participants of an interaction (Nakatsuhara, 2013).
　 For example, Lazaraton (2002) details research from two studies conducted on the Cambridge 
Assessment of Spoken English (CASE), an experimental test which fed into the revised design of 
tests such as IELTS and FCE.  CASE was a two-part exam with the first being a five-minute interview 
with an interlocutor (teacher-interviewer) and the second a longer task-based interaction with another 
candidate (although there were three pairs undergoing assessment simultaneously).  The developer 
(UCLES) wanted to validate the test by understanding how well interlocutors adhered to the prompts 
in the Interlocutor Frame or whether they diverged away from them, particularly in stage 2 where 
examiners were to give instructions and then observe candidate interactions only.  CA revealed eight 
non-prescribed interlocutor speech accommodations for stage 1 interactions and discovered six for 
stage 2 (summarised below for convenience):
Stage 1
• Fronting (later called Topic Priming by Brown (2003)); using closed questions to establish a topic.
• Drawing conclusions (similar to Brown’s (2003) formulations); summarising a candidate’s 
response for them.
• Repeating/Correcting responses; using a correct grammatical form of a candidate utterance in 
formulations/assessments.
• Slowing rate/Increasing pitch; parsing sections of / modulating the intonation of their utterances 
to focus attention on important instructions, signpost turn-taking etc.
• Supplying vocabulary/Completing responses; finishing a candidate’s sentence or offering a 
vocabulary in a question form as a formulation.
• Confirmation questions; (similar to Brown’s (2003) Topic Shifting); using closed questions to try 
and elicit extended responses.
• Rephrasing questions; changing the prompt question in response to a comprehension failure by 
the candidate.
• Evaluating response (similar to Brown’s (2003) assessments); use of verbal feedback (amazing, 
very good, that’s interesting etc,) to show comprehension or signpost topic closure.
Stage 2:
• Intervening; taking over a candidate turn and asking questions to prompt or encourage talk from 
quieter candidates
• Explaining vocabulary; using a simpler word or phrase soon after a vocabulary item from a prompt 
or instruction to signpost meaning.
• Explaining procedures; rephrasing instructions differently from the Interlocutor Frame.
• Prompting a focus on task; redirecting candidates toward addressing the prompt when going off 
topic
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• Asking questions; attempting to create candidate-candidate discussion by employing interview 
questions to candidates individually.
• Suggesting questions; prompting discussion by offering question forms for candidates to use.
　 These behaviours were similar to the accommodative behaviours noted in prior SLA research 
(Freed, 1980; Long, 1983).  The examiner behaviours displayed in stage two were not only 
unexpected (examiners were to only observe pairs of candidates), but universally present in the entire 
sample (n=8).  All examiners, to varying degrees, attempted to support candidates against the 
express directions of the Interlocutor Frame.  Furthermore, Rasch Facets scores showed that four of 
the eight examiners affected candidate ratings significantly.  Only one “hard examiner” behaviour 
(accommodations used by an examiner that lead to a candidate receiving a lower score) was identified 
in this research (confirmation questions) but it was not labelled as such until Brown (2003) discovered 
use of it again in her work which began a categorisation of behaviours associated with “easy” or 
“hard” examiners.
　 Brown (2003) used CA to explore why a (pre-2001 revisions) IELTS candidate interviewed by two 
different examiners was given very different (holistic) scores.  She concluded that each examiner had 
a very different interview style and managed the interview differently such that, they altered the 
perception of the candidate’s proficiency.  The “easy” examiner from this study also displayed a 
number of speech accommodations to manage the interview.  In addition, Brown (ibid.) also identified 
three new behaviours associated with giving feedback and establishing rapport.  The “easy 
examiner’s” employment of all these skills facilitates “an effective-appearing piece of communication” 
(Brown 2003:17).  The eight behaviours associated with “easy examiners” are summarised here: -
• Topic Priming; using a closed question to establish topic and following up with an open question 
for extended response
• Topicalization; Using the candidate’s response to establish a follow up question for further 
extended response
• Recycling; The use of a modified earlier prompt to elicit more detail about a topic
• Reformulation; Changing the prompt question after a candidate seems to fail to comprehend the 
original expression
• Explicit closure; Using formulations (summaries of candidate response) or assessments 
(evaluation) to signpost closure of the topic
• Verbal Feedback; Frequently using newsmarkers and continuers as positive feedback
• Active Listening; Using formulations and assessments to show comprehension
• Engaging; using explicit statements of surprise or interest
　 Conversely, the “hard” examiner’s behaviours mirrored a more casual, conversational approach 
with less structure or explicit support.  Interlocutor B’s reliance on fewer behaviours whose pragmatic 
intent may have been less obvious to a non-native speaking learner, left the raters with the impression 
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that this same candidate was less capable, cooperative or focused in her dialogue.  The seven 
behaviours associated with the “hard” interlocutor are: -
• Topic Shifting; Using ambiguous, closed questions on differing topics to elicit extended response
• Pausing; using silence or continuers to elicit extended response
• Tokens; using echo, echo-plus-tag, mhm, yeah, right, ok etc. to elicit more details
• Abrupt Closure; using tokens to signal the end of a topic
• Non-reactive; minimal or infrequent positive verbal feedback
• Passive Listening; little demonstration of comprehension via verbal cues
• Disengaging; little use of explicit statements of surprise or interest
　 Brown’s (ibid.) identification of a more casual, conversational approach taken by the examiner in 
her study allows us to build up a variety of potentially polarizing behaviours for the taxonomy.  Such 
differing behaviours will likely provoke contrastingly different spoken performances from candidates.
　 Two studies commissioned to evaluate the validity and reliability of the IELTS speaking test have 
yielded many of the same findings as earlier research as well as added further new behaviours. 
Seedhouse and Egbert (2006) report on a qualitative study of 137 transcribed IELTS interviews.  The 
study analysed aspects of internal organisation (repair, turn-taking and sequence, and topic 
development) of the examiner-candidate discourse as well as the extent to which examiners adhere to 
the frame and directives.  The aims of the report were to identify “instances of trouble which may 
have been created by the test format or procedures themselves and which…have an impact on test 
validity and reliability” (Seedhouse & Egbert 2006:10).  In general, they produce findings consistent 
with earlier papers by Lazaraton (2002) and Brown (2003) in that they discover IELTS examiners 
providing instances of non-prescribed behaviours during interactional trouble and repair events.  Their 
findings are briefly annotated here, so that the overlap with previous findings can be made explicit. 
They found evidence of: -
• Prosodic Adjustment; examiners changed their intonation, stress keywords, or add pauses to 
break up phrases
• Reformulation; examiners modified the question after candidate initiates repair request
• Synonym; examiners rephrased questions and substituted simpler vocabulary immediately after a 
prompt question due to candidate repair initiation
• Correction; an examiner initiates repair of a candidate utterance before she has finished speaking, 
supplying the correct form to the candidate
• Supplementary question: the examiner supplies an unscripted supplementary question when they 
assume the candidate failed to address the topic.  This seems similar to the behaviour Brown 
(2003) identifies as Recycling.  The examiner is trying to elicit more information from the 
candidate to see if they can self-repair.
• Supply; an examiner finishes a candidate’s utterance by supplying the vocabulary which the 
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candidate then exploits in follow up utterances.
• Evaluations; There were a few instances where examiners offered positive assessments of 
candidate talk or show interest, far more frequently examiners used continuers or tokens to shift 
topic or take over the turn.
　 Only one “new” behaviour is identified from the examiner transcripts in the Seedhouse & Egbert 
(2006) research and is to do with how examiners respond to candidates that fail to address the topic 
question directly or talk off-topic.  The IELTS training materials specify that examiners should not 
interrupt nor take any action (Seedhouse & Egbert 2006:16).  However, in one sample excerpt they 
observe a behaviour where the examiner explicitly states that the candidate did not provide a direct 
answer and restates the question which allows the candidate to formulate another reply.  While 
Seedhouse & Egbert (ibid.) did not formally provide a label for this behaviour, (possible because there 
was only a single instance in the 137 test transcripts analysed) for inclusion in the taxonomy this 
behaviour has been termed Refutation: -
• Refutation; explicitly denying the candidate’s response as off-topic and re-stating the question
　 However, another study by O’Sullivan and Lu (2006), which looked into examiner deviations from 
the Interlocutor Frame (IF) in the IELTS test, found that even when examiners did repeat or 
paraphrase questions (thus deviating from the IF) “the impact on candidate language appears to have 
been minimal…” (O’Sullivan & Lu 2006:22).  Although they are quick to point out that the research 
did not consider whether such accommodations impacted candidates’ final scores. 
　 Seedhouse & Harris (2011) follow up earlier research (Seedhouse & Egbert, 2006) into the IELTS 
speaking test to see if the earlier findings on examiner variation giving advantage to some candidates 
can be replicated with regard to topic development.  One of the study’s aims was to reveal how 
examiner style might contribute to topic development as well as look at the extent to which examiners 
adhere to the interlocutor frame and any associated affects this has on the interaction.  The study 
employed the use of CA on 60 transcribed audio-recordings of the IELTS speaking test and many of 
the examiner behaviours that were seen in the earlier studies were observed again here (supplying 
vocabulary, back-channelling and evaluations).  However, the focus on topic development in this data 
set highlighted another way in which examiners may affect the perceived quality of the interaction: 
how they mark or shift topics.  The types of Topic Boundary Markers (TBM) identified by Seedhouse 
& Harris (ibid.) again tie in with the earlier findings from Lazaraton (2002) and Brown (2003): -
• Unmarked Topic Shift; Examiners move to the next topic by asking a direct question immediately 
without any marking
• Generic boundary; Using tokens such as right, OK, thank you, alright to signal an upcoming shift 
of topic
• Explicit boundary; Using prefabricated TBM gambits (let’s move on to, now we’re going to etc.) 
to explicitly signal a topic shift
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　 A single new behaviour is also identified in this study: -
• Challenge; a negative evaluation where the examiner either disagrees with or asks justification on 
a candidate’s opinion.  
　 We may assume that this behaviour would be associated with “hard” examiners.  There is an 
asymmetric power dynamic inherent in this institutional interaction.  Examiners are “performing a 
gate-keeping role in relation to the candidate’s performance.” (Seedhouse & Egbert 2006:33).  Such 
verbal behaviour on the part of the examiner might cause the student to backpedal or adjust their 
opinion from fear of a negative assessment and hence perhaps seem less fluent or proficient at 
extension of the topic.  While Seedhouse & Harris (2011) note that, in this single instance, the 
candidate’s score did not seem to be adversely affected, it nevertheless seems an interesting 
behaviour to be aware of when analysing speaking test performances.
3　Examiner Behavioural Taxonomy
　 From the literature reviewed above it is evident that even despite training and Interlocutor 
Frames, examiners do employ a repertoire of linguistic behaviours under test conditions.  These 
behaviours can be compartmentalised into fulfilling three broad functions during a test discourse: -
• focusing the candidate on topic and manging the interaction to elicit language output, 
• repairing breakdowns in communication and 
• building rapport and fulfilling their role as a listener 
　 When facilitating and co-constructing test discourse with candidates, an examiner’s choice of 
behaviours to fulfil these broad functions will fall along a continuum of accommodation.  Some 
behaviours reduce cognitive load, allow candidates to follow the development of a conversation, or 
engage with more complex ideas.  Feedback behaviours seem to help reduce general anxiety and self-
doubt in candidates due to the test environment.  Variable degrees of accommodation toward 
candidates is an issue of consistency and thus a threat to validity.  
　 The Examiner Behavioural Taxonomy is presented below in Tables 1 and 2.
4　Conclusion
　 This taxonomy is intended as a reference guide and will be of use to researchers seeking qualitative 
data on direct speaking test discourse.  However, a note on the theoretical backing behind its 
construction and use must now be made.  It would be inaccurate to describe the approach employed 
by researchers who make use of this taxonomy as true Conversation Analysis (CA).  The use of 
taxonomies breaks a key CA tenet: “unmotivated looking” – the idea that data drives theory on how 
conversation works, not the other way around (Galaczi, 2014; Liddicoat, 2011; Psathas, 1995). 
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Scrutinising a data set to find instances of behaviour would be considered antithetical to the goals of 
CA.  Yet, for certain purposes (e.g. explanatory rather than exploratory research designs), framing 
data derived from discourse within a taxonomy that has been informed by CA findings is useful.  The 
principle of “unmotivated looking” was laid down by Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson (1974) at the 
inception of a discipline in need of a set of protocols almost 50 years ago.  Since that time spoken 
assessment research utilising CA has advanced our understanding of the breadth of examiner 
behaviours.  Furthermore, spoken assessment interaction is much more predictable and defined than 
‘ordinary conversation’ from which CA principles were derived.  Institutional talk (of which spoken 
Table 1  Examiner Behaviours associated with higher levels of accommodation
Behavioural
Function
Behaviour Definition
Topic Initiation
Priming Using a closed question to establish topic and following up with an open 
question to prompt an extended response
Topic Extension
Topicalization Using the candidate’s responses to establish a follow up question for 
further extended response
Recycling The use of a modified earlier prompt to elicit more detail about a topic 
(what do you like about X, what else do you like?)
Topic Shift
Explicit Topic 
Shift
Using formulations (summaries of candidate response), assessments 
(evaluation) or TBM gambit (let’s move on to) to signpost shift/ closure 
of topic
Repair
Supply Finishing a candidate’s sentence by supplying the vocabulary or offering 
a vocabulary in a question form as a check
Reformulation Changing/repeating the prompt question either immediately or after 
candidate seems to fail to comprehend or initiates repair request
Correction Repeating incorrect word form(s) or replying to the candidate with the 
correct word form(s) as formulations/assessments
Prosodic 
adjustment
Prosodic 
Adjustment
Parsing sections of utterances, or modulating intonation, stress, rhythm 
to focus attention on keywords or sign post turn-taking etc.
Interventions
Intervening Taking over a candidate turn and asking questions to prompt or 
encourage talk from quieter candidates
Explaining Rephrasing instructions differently from the Interlocutor Frame
Synonym Using a simpler word or phrase soon after a vocabulary item from a 
prompt or instruction to signpost meaning
Suggestions Prompting discussion by offering question forms for candidates to use
Refutation Explicitly denying the candidate’s response as off topic and restating the 
question
Feedback/
Rapport
Back-
channelling
Frequently using newsmarkers (e.g. really? I see, oh*) and continuers 
(e.g. uh-huh, mmm, mm hm, yeah*) as positive feedback
Active Listening Using formulations and assessments to show comprehension
Engaging Using explicit statements of surprise or interest
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assessment interaction is one type) tends toward less variable interactional behaviours to achieve 
more predictable goals (Drew & Heritage, 1992).  A taxonomy, therefore, acts as a reference list of 
extant behaviours predicted to occur in spoken assessment interactions.  
　 All the studies covered in section two looked exclusively at linguistic features of examiner 
behaviour.  Non-linguistic/visual behaviours were not explored.  Seedhouse and Egbert (2006: 23) in 
fact note this limitation and recommend “a more systematic video analysis would be necessary to 
shed light on the systematic use of body posture, eye contact, head movements, handling of written 
materials...” in relation to whether they provide unfair advantage to candidates in anyway.  In fact, 
there is evidence to suggest that visual elements to test rating can impact candidate scores.  A study 
by Nakatsuhara, Inoue & Taylor (2017) that compared the performance of candidates during live, audio 
or video versions of the IELTS speaking test suggested that examiners scored audio performances 
more harshly.  Visual cues helped examiners provide context to sources of hesitation or pausing for 
example.  When future research identifies the variety of non-linguistic behaviours then the taxonomy 
can be updated to reflect them, their functions and accommodative implications.
Table 2  Examiner Behaviours associated with lower levels of accommodation
Behavioural 
Function
Behaviour Definition
Topic Initiation
Non-priming Using ambiguous, closed questions on unrelated topics to try and 
elicit extended response (e.g. Do you like school? > Do you have 
a hobby? > Do you play the piano?)
Topic Extension
Pausing Using silence or continuers (e.g. uh-huh, mmm, mm hm, yeah*) 
to elicit an extended response
Tokens Using response tokens (e.g. echo, echo-plus- tag, mm hm, 
yeah?*) to elicit more detail about a topic
Challenge A negative evaluation where the examiner either disagrees with 
or asks justification on a candidate’s opinion
Topic Shift
Generic Topic Shift Using response tokens (right, Ok, yeah, thank you, alright*) to 
signal the upcoming shift of topic
Unmarked Topic Shift Examiners move to the next topic by asking a direct question 
immediately without any marking
Feedback/
Rapport
Non-reactive Minimal or infrequent use of newsmarkers (e.g. really?, I see, 
oh*) or continuers (e.g. uh-huh, mmm, mm hm, yeah*) as 
positive feedback
Passive Listening Little demonstration of comprehension via use of formulations 
and assessments
Disengaging Little use of explicit statements of surprise or interest
* The specific linguistic phenomena used as examples for specific behaviours may be also used to fulfil other different 
behavioural functions and should not be treated as absolute, discreet indicators of a specific function necessarily.
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　 A final cautionary note must be made about the issue of ascribing certain examiner behaviours as 
either positive or negative accommodations.  It is likely that this binary attribution of behaviours is an 
oversimplification.  As Ross and Berwick (1992) note, overly accommodative behaviour on the part of 
the examiner can actually inhibit a candidate from displaying more complex language.  Hence an 
“easy” examiner that is displaying many accommodative behaviours could be negatively affecting a 
candidate’s score.  Furthermore, McNamara and Lumley’s (1997) findings suggested that candidates 
paired with “hard” examiners (those displaying few accommodations or thought to be less supportive 
of candidates) were also given a compensatory bump in their score by raters.  It is not clear how often 
these two phenomena occur or how they interact, but they do suggest a co-constructed nature to test 
performance, and that the interaction is complex with many variables.
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